It was while reading Mrs Oliphant's astonishingly compelling but nowadays neglected novel Hester (1883) that I was reminded that it is part of our vanity to assume that the pace of the past was immeasurably slower than our own -slower and emptier like a siding on the mainline of historical progress. 4 We imagine the past to have been infinitely monotonous, but Mrs Oliphant suggests that it was no less eventful than our own time. The past we read of in Hester, that of the 1860s consciously called up again and again by the author as another age distinct from her own, is a combination of oppressive tedium and sudden, vast changes of fortune that lead to financial ruin, social extinction and the moral disintegration of the male hero. Hester's past has much that is terrible in it -not terrible only in the melodramatic sense with which Mrs Oliphant concludes her heroine's repressed love affair, but in the cruelty of everyday human and social relationships and ironically, since Mrs Oliphant is generally not much esteemed for her support of female emancipation, in the appalling suffocation of women's intellect.
It is for the peace of the past that many of Gold Reef City's local visitors seem to come -for a past that in all probability did not really exist, although I do not pretend that anyone is in a position to make absolute pronouncements about the past. Gold Reef City's past is not at all tedious or dangerous, nor is it cleft by deep and unjust social divisions, nor is it afflicted with high rates of infant and other kinds of mortality. Mrs Oliphant's husband and all her children (for whose sakes and university careers she had written her fingers to the bone) predeceased her. But neither the perilous conditions of gold mining and its related diseases, nor the ravages of war and influenza which fall well within the period Gold Reef City purports to depict, are represented, save in one small marginal instance.
3 Gold Reef City's past is an entirely imagined past, but for a few props salvaged from 'circa' the nineteenth century, in which twentieth century patrons can loll in their chairs, with the jungle noises from the Rapid Ride at the Amusement Park drifting towards them through the mellow air, crowd round the tribal dancers or ride in horse-drawn carts over even paving, all in the certainty that they have been inoculated from contagious diseases and insured against the dreaded ones.
There is something enormously comforting and reassuring about Gold Reef City's past. The bandstand medley that filters endlessly through the speakers, the immutable head-gear standing sentry over the Amusement Park -even the terror of the Rapid Ride and the giant cocopan swing are well regulated, controlled, mechanically determined. Who says that this is an abuse of the past? If it makes people feel good and if sitting out in the Village Square, drinking beer -an advantage that the real city rarely affords them -makes them take an easier drive back along the highway, thereby reducing the dreadful casualty rate on South Africa's roads -is there not much to be said for Gold Reef City's past? Michael Wallace suggests, in an enormously rich essay, that the alienated citizens of advanced capitalism may need to retreat to the past. He quotes both Alvin Toffler on 'enclaves of the past' for victims of 'Future Shock' and Henry Ford, with the intimation that they may be right about the therapeutic necessity of finding a 'saner... sweeter' past.' The burden of Wallace's argument is that Ford's manipulation of the past, hardly surprisingly, did not really help visitors at his museum village to find the connections to the past that had been ruthlessly severed by the rise of corporate capitalism. But this argument we leave for the moment and temporarily concede that perhaps it is only mealy-mouthed historians determined to wring from the past their own social messages, who are the idyllic past's detractors.
As I have written before, one of my students once remarked at the end of a lecture I had given on the ideology of museums such as Gold Reef City and their manifest failings: 'But if they had all the things you want -suffering and compounds and social tensions no-one would ever go -it would be too boring or too horrible.' 7 I could have laughed off his comment as adolescent naivety, except that a respected colleague of mine who acted as the discussant on the paper in which this comment was recorded, observed confidentially that he was right. So this time I begin from the perspective that Gold Reef City is a nice place to which every visitor who has the entrance fee of R 11.00 on weekdays and R 14.00 on weekends has a perfect right without having to be bothered by the morbid nit-pickings of boring historians.
Limewash on Your Clothes.
Every time I go to Gold Reef City I am struck by how pleased some visitors are to see 'old. fashioned houses', which they descend upon with whoops of 'jislaaik' and other phonetically variable exclamations of joy and revelation. Those whom I follow and upon whose conversations I unscrupulously eavesdrop appear to want to relate to the objects they see on display. I have recorded some of the observations that I am linguistically equipped to interpret: 'Look they had Post-Toasties in those days!' 'Ag no, I wouldn't have liked to wear that (sic) clothes.' 'Jis, this is antique!' (South Africanism denoting both extreme age and in this context veneration)
On my most recent visit I saw a group of young black men peering studiedly into the representation of a voorkamer (parlour) of the 1870s. The focus of their attention seemed to be a period rifle and a band of cartridges functioning as paperweights, it would appear, . holding down a handrawn map of the portions of the farm Langlaagte where the main reef was supposedly discovered some hundred years ago. The gun's placement looked co-
incidental and yet what was a rifle doing in a parlour? Resting on a map of what was to become the heart of the gold-mining industry and the segregated city that eventually grew up around it, it could also assume the aspect of a powerful symbol of white conquest and dispossession. So, what did the visitors make of it -why did it arouse their interest and whether it was technical or historical, was it satisfied?
Another group of people was heard to observe how things had changed between those days and these: 'Now we braai (cook over a fire) outside and go to the toilet inside but in those days they used to braai inside and go to the toilet outside.'
One could laugh at these crude comments and comparisons, but they indicate that many of Gold Reef City's visitors do want to engage with historical objects and the fact that their dialogue seems so circumscribed and at times comical is not their fault. The desire to make connections, or at least to acquaint themselves more intimately with the past is there, the means are not.
I learn that even the overseas tourists on package tours often express a longing to be allowed to do more than go underground and watch the gold-pour and would love to stroll about on the lower terrace. True that is where the hotel and the bars are, but there are also reconstructed nineteenth century buildings, such as the ZARP police station. The overseas tourists evidently come to South Africa expecting a Kenyan safari, for which Gold Reef City has some palliative ersatz (see below). The package tourists are whisked from the Alfred and Victoria Waterfront in Cape Town, which they compare, in their disorientation to a slice of the Mediterranean, then to the Kruger Park to see raw Africa and then to Gold Reef City, where they have an opportunity to buy up all the trinkets and curios that will later tell them where they were. In a wonderful colonial transposition, the Europeans come to trade their currency for beads and baubles. Gold Reef City has become a trading post on the frontiers between an imagined Africa on the one hand and a sentimental Europe and the newer, less environmentally tactful, colonial powers on the other.
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None of those tourists, probably is conscious of the irony. They often ask for a book on the history of gold-mining or Gold Reef City itself. There is no such thing -on sale at Gold Reef City anyway. On the side of the so-called Langlaagte House there is a plaque that says it was once the 'simple four room house' of a Cornish miner called William Henry Hosken, his wife and their children. 9 The Hoskens had been driven by the tin mining depression in Cornwall in the late nineteenth century to find their fortune at Langlaagte Deep. Hosken, as well as being a well known company of insurance brokers, is a pretty common family name. It made me think that maybe many of Gold Reef City's visitors -local and foreign -are coming within a hair's breadth of their own past and yet they will never know it. The Langlaagte House used to be a 'living museum' -a representation of what simple four roomed houses for 'married artisans' at the end of the nineteenth century were like. But now it is the Langlaagte Arts Gallery, crammed to the gunwales with stuffed turtle, buffalo, warthog and skins. Part of it looks like the warehouse for props discarded from 'Out of Africa' and there is also a plethora of masks and carved stools and keyrings with miniature leather thong sandals attached and oil paintings of pink Hottentots-Hollands mountains with tumbledown cottages in the foreground. The Hoskens' struggle from impecunity to embourgeoisement has been lost forever under the cast-offs of some taxidermists' studio and holiday tea-room decor. 13 Partly this is because of its attractive and creative presentation and partly it is because Blists Hill, a recreated industrial community of a hundred years ago, is itself a real living museum, peopled by workers who are really working.
Audio tapes, too, are available from Ironbridge, one of which renders -from old diaries and journals -reminiscences and travels through the Ironbridge Gorge and its related environs, read by contemporary locals. One of the excerpts reminds me of the Gold Reef City visitor who noted so vividly how the toilet and the braai have traded places between centuries. The old man on the Ironbridge tape recalls having to go 'down the garden' and he says with a naughty laugh that 'first of all you had to disturb the rats otherwise you'd get your penny (?) nibbled.' The documentary material is immeasurably enhanced by the percussive grandeur of the Royal Doulton Band, whose mighty crescendos mimic the supernatural hammer blows from 'the workshops of Vulcan', in an auditory tribute to the great feats achieved by the foundrymen and engineers of the 1770s and 80s. But there are also the plangent organ chords that tell, in a minor key, of the ordinary details of everyday life: the cockroaches, the rat infested toilet and the limewash you got on your clothes. Often implicit, but also at times, lying in monstrous, shadowy wait, is the Pit. The tape devotes some time to an examination and exploration of the fiery religion that developed around the maw of the Pit and depicts congregants in church feeling that they were battling Hell on its very frontiers.
14 When we were allowed into the Hoskens' house, rather than the Langlaagte Arts Gallery, we saw no sign of its inhabitants -even then. The Hoskens, we were told, were off on a picnic for the day. Without their presence of course their house seemed dull; without the sense of the proximity of the vast mine, its tireless industry and its unspeakable (errors, it was easy to think of all its neighbours and dependants as picnickers in the endless sunshine of a distant past that is entirely an illusion and, after a while, it is one that begins to pall.
Dear Miss Dowse.
There is one other house I propose to discuss in this paper -in this case one that does not function as a single family dwelling unit, but which is really a collection of disparate rooms. The first is the 'Dowse Room.' Emily Dowse donated her personal belongings to the gold mine museum in the 1980s. Her family came from Britain to South Africa in 1893 and from Emily's birth a few years later in 1903 until 1980 she had lived in mining houses. By her own account she had been a 'squirrel' and had never 'thro'wn (sic) anything away'. There were two things that plagued me as I walked away from the plaque next to the Dowse room. One was that it mentioned in passing that Emily's sister Laura had died of influenza in the 1918 epidemic. I have already remarked on how absent the suggestion of plague and disease and death are from Gold Reef City. But what great mark of sadness or guilt or some other incalculable emotion that death must have left on the fifteen year old Emily. Emily is dead herself now and so we will never know what it felt like for her and for some reason that is a loss. The other thing that haunted me was Emily's description of herself -self-consciously eccentric as a 'squirrel'. It was a self-deprecating analogy but it also suggested that she had been hoarding her possessions. Why? Against what expectation of adversity? It occurred to me that she could not really have saved up everything over her eighty or more years, there must have been some process of selection and collection at work, as there is in all representations of the past. So, what did she choose and why? If only we could learn what that dress or that pair of gloves had meant to her that was now supposed to stand for all Edwardian ladies. The musuem curator responsible for the plaque avowed to remember Emily 'through our treasured collection of her possessions'. This holds out the hope that any of Gold Reef City's visitors might be remembered the same way whether they are famous or not but it also underscores Emily's facelessness -she has become her collection and while that may bind her to the musuem's curators, it does not bind her to us. We cannot make 'dear' Miss Dowse's acquaintance.
We still look at Miss Dowse or her things really through a doorway and we are not peeping voyeuristically, we are invited to stare at her mortal remains as it were. What is it that is so ineffably sad, even funereal, about doing this? James Boon, considering why all musuems make him sad, in an essay that is dense with literary allusion and post-modernist neologism, in one of the few readily intelligible phrases, explains that it is because the 'museum world' is one of 'fragments: fragments wrested from the past.'
15 Once the fragments that we see in the Dowse room constituted someone's life memories. Now abstracted from the labour that maintained and preserved them and from their multifarious reference points, they no longer do. Ironically, it is Mrs Oliphant again who painstakingly records the endless tasks that were necessary to create and renovate women's clothes in an age before the advent of mass factory production and automatic washing machines. Yet the Dowse Room, like so much else in Gold Reef City, contains not a whisper of female labour or travail, whether of Miss Dowse herself or her servants', and so it is sad because all that remains of a probably singular woman who lived to a great age, are these few paltry things that could have belonged to anyone and been rescued from decay by chance.
If we are prevented from making Miss Dowse's acquaintance that is even more true of her next door neighbour, the widow Oosthuizen seated in her voorkamer with the old republican flag, the Vierkleur, peeling off the wall behind her. The bespectacled widow, dressed in black amidst bare furnishings of the 1870s -we are told -in which case she must still be awaiting the discovery of gold and the judicious selling off of her property on the farm Langlaagte to mining magnate JB Robinson -epitomises every stereotype of the calvinist Afrikaner and her forbidding aspect inclines most visitors to hurry on. We do not know the relationship between the widow and sweet Miss Dowse's pretty things next door. Perhaps some people take it as if they had moved into the next aisle of the supermarket.
The last prominent room in this house is the schoolroom with quaint old desks and models of a woman teacher and a girl pupil in a pinafore. It makes a stab at representing itself as of the 1890s, but the map at the front is from a different period and the mawkish calendar on the wall is a characteristic arefact of the early 1930s. Among the old textbooks scattered artfully on top of the desks is a book of Afrikaans idioms, from the period after Afrikaans had been recognised as an official language in 192S. Lost in the chronological jumble is the South African War, the anger against Anglicisation policies that followed it and the vigorous language struggle that helped twentieth century Afrikaner nationalism onto its feet -not to mention if we go as far as the calendar -the Great Depression and a host of fateful political splits and realignments. The schoolroom could have helped us to glimpse an aspect of nascent Afrikaner nationalism perhaps by bringing Miss Dowse and one of the Widow Oosthuizen's grand-daughters together in heated dialogue, or in improbable soriety. If it had been more decisive about its period around the end of the nineteenth century, instead of drifting thoughtlessly into a large chunk of the twentieth, it might have shown black children in school with whites before comprehensive racial segregation. Either scenario, instead of allowing us to feel an illicit nostalgia for schooldays that were not, after all, mostly peacable and aesthetically charming, would make us uncomfortable. We would be brought up with a start, remembering that we are not in the supermarket, not casually looking out for a bargain in the pseudo-antiques department.
I agreed initially to let visitors alone and certainly intruding upon their peace of mind with vivid representations of conflict or reminders of deliberate segregation policies appears to be a rude violation of that contract. But I recall Wallace's argument about the American museums he criticises:
By obscuring the origins and development of capitalist society, by eradicating exploitation, racism, sexism and class struggle from the historical record, by covering up the existence of broad-based oppositiont raditions and popular cultures and by rendering the majority of the population invisible as shapers of history, the musuems inhibited the capacity of visitors to imagine social orders -past or future." I do not think that many of Gold Reef City's visitors, whoever they are, imagine themselves as 'shapers of history' and nowhere is it suggested to them that they might be. Gold Reef City's past is a pleasant one, but it is also insidious -not just because we historians feel it lies about the past -but also because it encourages absolute passivity. The patrons who are slung back and forth and hurled upside down in the loop-the-loop roller coaster and who scream with terror only after the ride is over, merely illustrate the central working principle of Gold Reef City.
Conclusion;
Gold Reef City is a pleasant enough place for a day or even for a make-believe century in a day. But, unless we have young children, we will have to be lured back there by special events. There are signs that a sizable group of people would enjoy the opportunity to spread their century out over rather more than one day, but Gold Reef City is too insubstantial. Its past is soothing but unhelpful -pleasant but irrelevant is Wallace's way of putting it. Gold Reef City allows us to relax in the Village Square, but it doesn't explain to us how we lost our real square in the real city it claims to represent. Its duplicit game with history and authenticity arouses our initial interest but it patronises us -offering us trinkets and curios and whimsical glimpses into an anonymous, monochrome past, edged with broekie lace. I conclude with a last quotation from Wallace, talking about how certain museums generate ways of 'not seeing': 
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Technology
The Visit
Before making the visit, teachers will have decided which of the following experiences would best enable their children to develop an understanding of concepts relating to past and present and to begin to appreciate the varying degrees of change which have taken place. Children need time to make on-site drawings and, where appropriate, to ask questions of museum staff. Teachers and other accompanying adults can take notes as necessary.
The Squatter's Cottage
Through observation children might consider: -the walls, the floors and the windows -how water was brought to the house; ways of is disposal -how people washed themselves and their clothes -where they went to the lavatory . -how the house was heated and sources of fuel -how it was lit ' -what people wore -what they ate and how it was obtained and cooked -how food was preserved -how and why animals and fowl were kept -what was grown in the garden -the family's life style and occupations.
The Toll House
Here, children could ask similar questions and will, in addition, be interested in:
Outside the Squatter's Cottage -the toll gate and its purpose -the life of the Toll House keeper -the traffic which passed along the road.
The Doctor's House
Children should:
-observe differences between this home and the others -discuss the function of different rooms -ask questions about the surgery -ask how the Doctor was paid -find out who visited the Doctor and how he travelled to people's homes -find out what was prescribed -look at the Doctor's instruments -ask whether there were any women doctors.
The Bank
Children could:
-ask about the Bank Manager's work -observe the clothes he wore -look at the quill pen with which he wrote and the account book -look at old coins -touch and look at the carved wooden counter -ask whether there were any women cashiers or bank managers.
The Chemist's Shop
Children may:
-look at the dental instruments -learn how patients were anaethetised and how teeth were extracted -understand how the hand drill worked -watch the Chemist at work -see how goods are displayed -inspect the dispensing ledger -watch pills being made -identify bottles through colour and texture -find out about bottles which held poison -learn about carboys and their meaning. W
